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THE  BALLAD  OF  THE  VILLAGE  GIRL 

By 

MacNeill  Stewart 

GHANA 

In  Ghana,  the  shy  village  girl 

Around  whose  name  is  hung 
A  legend  of  antiquity 

That,  yet,  remains  unsung, 
This  lyric,  fair,  shall  speak  for  me 
Her  praise  in  poesy. 

I  have  compared  her  to  the  bee 

In  industry  and  worth; 
I've  found  her  in  the  home  and  farm 

At  work  at  dawn's  first  birth. 
Nature's  fine  lady  of  the  soil 
Who  never  shirks  from  toil. 

With  zeal  she  goes  about  her  task, 

She  has  no  time  for  play, 
Or  woman's  idle  gossiping 

That  has  no  gossip  pay. 
But  is  a  thing  of  barren  gain, 
Whose  horrid  wage  is  pain. 

She  does  not  wear  unpleasant  looks, 

Or  sit  alone  to  sigh : 
She  does  not  wear  an  air  of  gloom, 

And  stare  with  a  vexed  eye 
At  people  as  they  stand  and  shout, 
And  as  they  go  about. 


3093S51. 


She  does  not  know  envy  and  hate, 
Mischief  or  poisoned  harm; 

Contentment  and  a  cheerful  heart 
Combine  her  noblest  charm : 

She  loves  her  quiet  village  walk, 

Rich  with  its  village  talk. 

Gay  fashion  has  no  place  for  her : 

A  cloth,  a  string  of  beads : 
A  headkerchief  to  wrap  her  head. 

Suffice  her  village  needs. 
And  in  a  world  of  usefulness 
She  finds  life's  happiness. 

At  dawn  she  goes  down  to  the  stream, 

A  clay  pot  on  her  head. 
To  fetch  new  water  for  the  day. 

And  walks  with  a  firm  tread; 
Oft  with  a  baby  on  her  back 
As  soldiers  wear  their  pack. 

She  walks  with  calm  and  dignity, 

With  others  in  a  row. 

Each  with  a  dripping  water  pot. 

As  merrily  they  go. 
All  clad  in  cloths  of  quaint  design 
With  a  familiar  sign. 

And  in  their  midst,  the  children,  too. 

Walk  steadily  along : 
Some  humming  gently  as  they  go ; 

Some  sing  a  haunting  song — 
A  song  of  Ghana,  with  a  strain. 
Full  of  the  Ghana  main. 

When  her  first  task  at  dawn  is  done. 

She  next  hew  logs  of  wood, 
Then  lights  the  mud-made  kitchen  stove 

To  cook  the  morning  food, 


And  though  each  task  on  task  may  pile, 
She  does  each  with  a  smile. 

The  village  girl  is  fine  of  form, 

Simple,  serene  and  plain. 
And  quaintly  naive  and  picturesque, 

Not  coquettish  or  vain : 
She  has  a  natural  pleasantness. 
And  manners  that  impress : 

Her  body,  a  delightful  bronze. 

Oft  nude  down  to  the  waist. 
That  show  the  globes  of  shapely  breast 

So  exquisite  and  chaste. 
And  eyes  that  sparkle,  leap  and  dance 
In  happy  radiance. 

Carved  in  the  grandest  ebony, 

By  nature  each  possess 
Exotic  beauty  of  their  own. 

Sweet  like  a  watercress : 
They  are  a  joy,  these  village  girls, 
With  heads  one  mass  of  curls. 

And  I  have  loved  their  black-curled  hair: 

Their  lips,  cool  as  a  kiss. 
That  open  casements  in  the  soul 

That  look  on  realms  of  bliss: 
Here,  art  in  all  its  wondrous  grace 
Find  a  sweet  resting  place. 

The  village  girl's  fine  charms  apart, 

Her  hate  for  indolence 
And  the  rejection  of  a  life 

Of  empty  false  pretence. 
Add  a  fresh  splendour  to  her  mien 
Whereever  she  is  seen. 


Her  conduct  is  controlled  by  rites 

Of  aged  antiquity, 
Which  knit  up  in  a  code  of  cults 

A  strict  society, 
Where  custom  in  a  happy  way 
Over  these  cults  hold  sway. 

The  dread  of  punishment  on  earth 

Discipline  every  mind, 
It  has  a  mysti'c  influence 

O'er  women  of  its  kind. 
And  though  exacting  in  a  sense. 
It  has  its  recompense. 

Though  time  has  altered  much  of  this, 

The  living  yesterday 
Remotely  has  preserved  for  us. 

Along  life's  changing  way, 
A  deep  and  moving  tribal  code. 
The  keystone  to  each  mode. 

Some  think  but  little  of  these  things ; 

Some  say  this  age  is  past, 
But  in  each  village,  womanhood 

Is  rigidly  held  fast 
By  certain  customs  that  are  rife 
In  its  domestic  life. 

These  customs,  e'en,  design  the  work 
Each  village  girl  should  do, 

And  though  exacting  or  austere. 
Each  day  the  work  goes  through : 

A  curious  moraUty 

Rules  all  society. 

This  order  lives  in  Ghana  still; 

Simp'e  and  quaintly  grand; 
An  order  that  the  centuries 


Made  for  our  native-land 
As  nature's  glorious  testament, 
And  man's  great  monument . 

A  monument  to  all  we  know 

And  cherish  as  a  race ; 
A  monument  that  time  has  made 

In  this  beloved  place — 
This  happy  realm  we  call  our  own, 
Deep  in  the  tropic  zone. 

To  work  and  not  be  worked  gives  life 

A  colour  rich  in  gldw; 
'Tis  only  when  a  soul  is  worked 

Rebellious  forces  grow, 
And  a  fine  order  is  upset. 
Too  horrid  to  forget. 

In  Ghana,  many  of  these  things 

Emerged  as  does  a  weed, 
And  spread  into  a  sorry  growth 

From  many  a  sorry  seed — 
A  seed,  which  planted,  in  the  brain 
Blossom  its  fruit  of  pain. 

The  village  girl  is  never  worked; 

In  choice  of  work  she's  free. 
And  thus  is  happy  in  each  task. 

She  works  so  merrily, 
As  other  women  cannot  do. 
And  smiles  the  whole  way  through. 

Under  the  burning  mid-day  sun. 

Amidst  conditions  drear. 
No  matter  how  severe  the  work, 

A  happy  smile  is  there ! — 
And  never  once  a  bitter  word 
Is  ever  breathed  or  heard. 


She  leaves,  at  dawn,  her  village  hut 

To  markets  far  away. 
And  walk  until  the  rising  sun 

Heralds  the  ageing  day: 
She  plods  along  the  sun-scorched  road 
Beneath  a  staggered  load. 

She  walks  with  dust  upon  her  feet 

And  sweat  upon  her  face ; 
A  baby  tied  on  to  her  back — 

A  load,  firm  in  its  place 
Upon  her  head  as  on  she  goes 
With  others  in  long  rows. 

And  when  the  market,  miles  away, 
Is  reached,  wearied,  at  last. 

She  put  her  load  down  on  the  ground, 
And,  then,  forget  the  past : 

The  mind  gets  centred  on  her  trade, 
For  so  these  girls  are  made. 

And  some  girls  carried  sticks  of  yams 

In  baskets  on  their  heads  : 
And  some  had  plantain,  pepper,  corn, 

And  some  had  fruit  instead  : 
But  each  one  on  the  dusty  road 

Had  her  own  heavy  load. 

Each  carried  it  the  self-same  way, 
With  many  a  jest  and  smile, 

Those  with  the  babies  on  their  backs, 
And  each  mile  was  a  smile : 

It  was  a  smile,  because,  each  one 

Had  walked  beneath  the  sun. 

I've  watched  the  village  girl  at  farm, 

With  cutlass  and  with  hoe, 
At  work  as  men  do  in  the  heat, 


Until  the  sweat  did  flow: 
I've  watched  her  toil  with  bended  hips, 
And  smiles  upon  her  lips. 

I've  watched  Ver  on  the  dust-clogged  road, 

Treading  each  weary  mile, 
With  loads  of  foodstuffs  on  her  head. 

But  with  the  same  broad  smile 
That  danced  upon  her  ebon  face 
With  a  soft  rainbow  grace. 

I've  watched  her  in  a  raging  storm; 

In  torrents  of  cold  rain, 
Just  going  down  the  sodden  path 

And  smiling  back  again- 
Smiling  as  no  one  else  could  do 
When  wet  and  chilled  all  through. 

I've  watched  her  seated  in  the  sun, 

'Neath  a  broad  hat  of  straw. 
In  markets  on  a  market  day, 

Her  goods  spread  on  the  floor : 
I've  watched  her  smile  at  those  who  passed, 
And  at  each  question  asked. 

Clad  in  her  starched  Manchester  cloth. 

Flowered  in  green  and  blue, 
I've  watched  her  look  and  muse  around 

As  village  girls  all  do : 
Though  she  had  journeyed  a  long  way 
Her  face  was  blythe  and  gay. 

I've  watched  her  sit  throughout  the  day 

As  hour  by  hour  went  by, 
And  though  she  had  not  sold  a  thing, 

Not  once  a  windy  sigh 
Escaped  that  noble,  patient  heart 
As  she  sat,  there,  apart. 


Then,  afternoon  to  evening  grew. 
And  not  a  thing  was  bought; 

All  sellers,  wearied,  of  the  day 
The  homeward  journey  sought: 

They  went,  a  chatting,  noisy  throng, 

With  some  of  them  in  song. 

No  one  had  sadness  on  her  face. 
Each  one  walked  firm  and  bold; 

And  any  looker  would  have  thought 
Each  had  her  goods  all  sold : 

But  there  were  many  who  had  not 

Sold  one  thing  on  the  spot. 

Here,  feats  of  patience  have  been  known- 
Heroic  in  a  way — 

When  weary  hours  have  been  spent 
In  markets  day  by  day 

By  these  brave  girls  who  go  to  sell 

In  an  unsheltered  hell. 

And  those  of  us  who  go  to  buy 

Know  nothing  of  the  sweat 
The  village  girl,  each  day,  endures 

But  envy  what  they  get — 
The  pittance  paid  them  for  the  food. 
Oft  with  a  word  most  rude. 

Which  one  of  us  would  like  to  walk 

A  heated  dust-clogged  road 
With  a  young  baby  on  the  back 

And  'neath  a  staggered  load ! 
Ah,  these  girls  do  it  all  day  long — 
And  do  it  with  a  song ! 

No  village  girl  in  her  quaint  home 

Has  any  time  for  play; 
Or  like  the  gay-clad  city  girl 
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Idle  her  life  away 
In  silly  jest  and  cheap  romance 
At  some  low  night-club  dance ! 

She  has  no  time  to  straighten  her  hair. 

And  stain  her  finger-nails ; 
Or  stain  her  lips  an  awful  hue, 

Nature's  soft  touch  prevails — 
Such  as  gave  colour  to  the  rose, 
And  rainbows  in  repose. 

No  village  girl  spend  weary  hours 

Before  a  looking-glass. 
With  pencils  to  give  eyebrow  curves 

To  charm  the  men  that  pass — 
The  men  who  have  the  time  to  stare 
At  little  nothings,  here ! 

No  village  girl  does  such  strange  things 

As  put  rouge  on  her  lips. 
Or  try  to  tempt  the  sensuous  male 

To  gaze  on  sensuous  hips: 
Woman  with  woman's  modesty 
Reigns,  here,  with  dignity. 

She  does  not  wear  upon  her  feet 

The  gaudy,  showy  shoe, 
Or  with  rude  glamour  sport  about 

As  city  women  do — 
The  women  who  have  lost  their  soul : 
Women  beyond  control. 

The  woman  with  a  cigarette, 

And  sickening  glass  of  gin: 
The  woman  with  a  horrid  laugh, 

And  hardened  looks  of  sin ! — 
The  woman  of  the  city  lights 
Who  roam  the  streets  at  nights : 
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These  women  live  like  human  bats 

All-crowded  in  a  room, 
And  sleep  all  day  until  at  night 

They  ply  their  trade  of  doom — 
A  sordid  trade  as  old  as  man, 
And  since  the  world  began. 

Deep  in  the  city's  haunts,  we  find 
Such  women  old  and  young; 

They  live  a  life  of  lustful  ease. 
Till  they  fade  out  unsung, 

To  be  forgotten  as  the  dead 

Whose  spirits  mortals  dread! 

Each  woman  pays  dear  for  her  sin. 
And  each  one  has  to  pay : 

Some  pay  with  tears  in  awful  pain, 
And  some  in  dark  dismay. 

While  others  sit  alone  and  fret. 

And  some  in  sad  regret ! 

But  nature's  lady  of  the  land. 
Whose  legend  is  unsung, 

To  her  a  holy  testament, 
Like  roses,  has  been  hung 

In  memory  at  a  sacred  shrine 

To  one  grand  soul,  divine. 

And  I  have  loved  the  village  girl. 
Worshipped  her  every  grace, 

And  gloried  in  her  modesty. 
And  smile  that  lights  her  face ; 

Her  industry  and  gentleness. 

And  charm  and  loveliness. 

The  patient,  wistful  village  girl 
Around  whose  name  is  hung 

A  legend  of  antiquity 
That  has  remained  unsung. 

May  this  impassioned  litany 

Keep  fresh  her  memory. 
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